Developments in entrepreneurial leadership as a distinct area of both research and practice raised many questions about the personal competencies of entrepreneurial leaders that enable them to successfully lead entrepreneurial endeavours. Although identifying entrepreneurs' specific capabilities has been one of the main focuses of entrepreneurship researchers, our knowledge is limited about personal leadership competencies required in entrepreneurial contexts. This qualitative study aimed to explore the personal competencies of undergraduate student entrepreneurial leaders in four Malaysian universities. Fourteen student entrepreneurial leaders were purpose fully selected to participate in this study. Analysis of the semi-structured and in-depth interviews revealed different dimensions of proactiveness and innovativeness as previously identified competencies of entrepreneurial leaders for the student entrepreneurial leaders. Furthermore, love of challenges and versatility emerged as the personal competencies of the students. Implication of the findings and suggestions for developing entrepreneurial leadership competencies in university students through purposeful interventions are proposed.
Introduction
Recently, there has been an increase in the development of entrepreneurial leadership as a distinct paradigm within both entrepreneurship and leadership research and practice. This is because of the imperative role of leadership competencies in the process of entrepreneurship including from the initial intention, to start-up, to performance and success (Baron, 2006; Sambasivan, Abdul, & Yusop, 2009) . Much of the current research on organizational leadership emphasizes the significant role that entrepreneurial competencies plays in dealing with highly turbulent and competitive organizational environments (Cogliser & Brigham, 2004; Fernald, Solomon, & Tarabishy, 2005; Yang, 2008) .
Identifying distinctive capabilities that enable individuals to successfully lead entrepreneurial endeavours has been one of the main focuses of entrepreneurship researchers (Alstete, 2002; Dvir, Sadeh, & Malach-Pines, 2010; Mueller & Thomas, 2001; Shane, Locke, & Collins, 2003) . However, many questions still remain in relation to the specific competencies of entrepreneurial leaders that have enduring effects on and strong connections to their behaviours and task performances (Man, Lau, & Chan, 2002) , *Corresponding author. Email: bagheri20052010@hotmail.com specifically within the context of education where students can learn and develop these competencies (Mattare, 2008; Okudan & Rzasa, 2006) . This paper attempts to address some of these questions through focusing on Malaysian university students who are highly engaged in leading university entrepreneurship clubs and activities as the prospective entrepreneurial leaders either in their own businesses or in previously established organizations. This paper is constructed in two main sections. The background of the study provides an overview of entrepreneurship education in Malaysia and the existing research on personal competencies of entrepreneurial leaders, followed by the research methodology employed and subsequent findings. It concludes with a discussion on the implication of the findings and suggestions for developing entrepreneurial leadership competencies in students through purposeful interventions.
Entrepreneurship education in Malaysia
Malaysia has a strong ambition to become a developed leading country through a knowledge-based and innovative economy by the year 2020. Malaysia has focused on entrepreneurship development as a main thrust in its efforts to achieve the Vision 2020 development goals. Moreover, entrepreneurship has been considered as an effective solution to certain economic and social concerns that the country is struggling with; specifically, increasing graduate unemployment (Deenlah, Jamil, Deen, Gluma, & Abg, 2009; Jaafar & Abdul Rashid, 2008; Ramayah & Zainon, 2005) . Accordingly, various strategies have been developed by policy makers at the macro and micro levels to provide key infrastructures and a supportive and encouraging environment for entrepreneurial activities (Jaafar & Abdul Rashid, 2008) .
Concentrating on entrepreneurship education to nurture positive entrepreneurial attitudes and develop entrepreneurial capabilities among university students through the creation of a host of entrepreneurship programmes and courses is another key strategy recently introduced by the Malaysian government. The main objective of the programmes is developing successful entrepreneurs who have the requisite competencies for a new venture creation (Chang, Chan, & Mahmood, 2009) .
As a result, within the past two decades entrepreneurship education has significantly expanded throughout the country (Jaafar & Abdul Rashid, 2008) . Programmes are offered to students at different levels and in various forms including entrepreneurship curriculum and co-curriculum activities. Entrepreneurship curriculum includes the courses and degrees offered to Business Administration majors and the courses and trainings offered to all of the students regardless of their majors and co-curriculum programmes contain entrepreneurship seminars, workshops, and short courses (Cheng, Chan, & Mahmood, 2009) . Malaysian students also undertake a subject called "Life Skills" from early in their education, which contains business and entrepreneurship components. Recently, implementing entrepreneurship development programmes has become compulsory for all of the institutions of higher education in Malaysia (Jaafar & Abdul Rashid, 2008) . There are also various clubs which aim to develop students' entrepreneurial and leadership capabilities such as Student in Free Enterprise (SIEF).
Personal competencies of entrepreneurial leaders
Entrepreneurial leadership is a distinctive type of leadership which has emerged as a way to face the challenges and crises of leading a new venture as well as leading entrepreneurial activities in established organizations. Entrepreneurial leadership is defined as creating an entrepreneurial vision and inspiring a team of competent and competitive people to enact the vision (Gupta, MacMillan, & Surie, 2004) . Entrepreneurial leaders, therefore, need to possess personal competencies broader than personality characteristics that have enduring effects on and strong connections to their behaviours and task performances as well as their entrepreneurial venturing performance and success (Cunningham & Lischeron, 1991; Man et al., 2002) . Swiercz and Lydon (2002) defined self-competencies of entrepreneurial leaders as the less tangible and more innate capabilities within the leaders including intellectual integrity, promoting the company rather than the individual leader, utilizing external advisors, and creating a sustainable organization. The literature on entrepreneurship highlights proactiveness, innovativeness, and risk-taking as three significant competencies responsible for empowering entrepreneurial leaders in establishing new businesses and subsequently leading them to success and development (Chen, 2007; Cunningham & Lischeron, 1991; Gupta et al., 2004; Kuratko, 2007; Man et al., 2002; Surie & Ashley, 2008; Swiercz & Lydon, 2002) .
Proactiveness
Being proactive is considered to be a typical quality of entrepreneurial leaders. It is being active to create and lead the future of an entrepreneurial venture rather than waiting to be influenced by it. Proactiveness improves entrepreneurs' creativity, perseverance to achieve the entrepreneurial vision, and desire and intention to initiate entrepreneurial activities (Zampetakis, 2008) . It also enables entrepreneurs to successfully manage their businesses and envision a successful future for them (Fuller & Marler, 2009; Hannah, Avolio, Luthans, & Harms, 2008) .
Innovativeness
Innovativeness has been defined as the tendency and ability of entrepreneurial leaders to think creatively and develop novel and useful ideas in opportunity recognition, resource utilization, and problem solving (Chen, 2007; Gupta et al., 2004; Mattare, 2008; Okudan & Rzasa, 2006) . From Surie and Ashley's (2008) point of view entrepreneurial leaders are creative innovators who are committed to action and value creation.
Risk-taking
Entrepreneurial leaders have been mostly characterized by their propensity and ability to take calculated and prudent risks. Risk-taking is entrepreneurs' desire to absorb uncertainty and take the burden of responsibility for the future of the business (Chen, 2007; Mueller & Thomas, 2001; Zhao, Seibert, & Hills, 2005) .
In summary, leadership in an entrepreneurial context requires some particular competencies, most of which can be improved upon through purposeful entrepreneurship education (Kempster & Cope, 2010) . Our current knowledge about distinctive competencies of entrepreneurial leaders is limited to studies focusing on entrepreneurs or entrepreneurial leaders in established organizations, which may not be applicable to educational settings, and for developing such capabilities among students (Gupta et al., 2004; Okudan & Rzasa, 2006; Swiercz & Lydon, 2002; Wilson, Kickul, & Marlino, 2007) . The following sections detail the research methodology, findings and conclusion. Implication of the findings and agendas for future research are also suggested.
Method
To gain a deeper understanding of entrepreneurship, many researchers have shown a dramatic interest in qualitative methods of inquiry (Cope, 2005; Hindle, 2004) . Scholars argue that, many of the critical, unanswered questions in entrepreneurship can only be addressed through qualitative research methods (Gartner & Birley, 2002; Ireland, Reutzel, & Webb, 2005) . In particular, the complexities in entrepreneurial leadership can only be explored by qualitative approaches (Kempster & Cope, 2010) . Adopting qualitative methods to explore entrepreneurial leadership competencies is also justified by other researchers (Swiercz & Lydon, 2002) . This study aims to provide a deeper understanding of the distinctive capabilities of student entrepreneurial leaders in Malaysian universities. To our knowledge, it is one of the first studies that attempts to explore entrepreneurial leadership competencies in an educational context, or one with developmental purposes.
Sampling
Fourteen university student entrepreneurial leaders defined for the purpose of the study as undergraduate students who have been successfully leading university entrepreneurship clubs and projects for at least two semesters were purposefully selected to participate in this study (Patton, 1990) . The sample size of 14 student entrepreneurial leaders indicates understanding and repetition of the students' competencies to lead the university entrepreneurship clubs and projects (Mason, 2002) . The decision to utilize undergraduates as the participants of this research was based on two main rationales. First, currently large bodies of undergraduates in Malaysia are provided with entrepreneurship education programmes in both curriculum and co-curriculum activities (Cheng et al., 2009) where they more likely have the opportunity to experience leadership practices in entrepreneur ship programmes and demonstrate their entrepreneurial leadership competencies (Fayolle, Gailly, & Lassas-Clerc, 2006; Pittaway, Hannon, Gibb, & Thompson, 2009; Plumly et al., 2008) . Second, previous research findings indicate that undergraduates, as compared to other university students, are the most ambitious students in terms of leading their own businesses (Gupta, Turban, Wasti, & Sikdar, 2009; Harris & Gibson, 2008; Mueller & Thomas, 2001; Wu & Wu, 2008) .
Selection of the students from those who were highly engaged in leading university entrepreneurship clubs and activities was because entrepreneurship clubs and associations provide the opportunity for the students to develop their entrepreneurial capabilities and particularly their capacity to lead entrepreneurial activities (Kickul, Wilson, Marlino, & Barbosa, 2008; Plumly et al., 2008) . The students were chosen from successful leaders of university entrepreneurship clubs and activities to ensure that they had already practised and developed some particular competencies to be able to effectively lead university entrepreneurship projects and programmes. The participants were drawn from two public and two private universities to maximize variety in entrepreneurship curricular and co curricular programmes' design, content, and activities which can affect the development of entrepreneurial competencies in students (Matlay, 2006) . These specific universities were chosen due to the variety of entrepreneurship education programmes they offered students in the form of both curriculum and co-curriculum activities. Through entrepreneurship curriculum the students learned about theoretical foundations of entrepreneurship and practised leadership skills by leading small groups for developing business plans and/or running a small simulated business as one of their assignments in entrepreneurship courses. Entrepreneurship co-curriculum programmes focused more on practical aspects of entrepreneurship through involving students in entrepreneurship clubs and projects and running a real small business with the help and support of the university. The main focus of entrepreneurship development programmes in two of the universities (one public and one private) was to develop students' entrepreneurial capabilities through providing them with the opportunity to launch a small company. Moreover, all the universities established a specific centre to organize entrepreneurship programmes and activities. These entrepreneurship centres grouped students from different education backgrounds and assigned them different roles and tasks in entrepreneurship projects and activities.
The students were contacted to participate in the study through the university entrepreneurship programme coordinators and their friends who introduced them as successful leaders of university entrepreneurship activities. Background information of the participants is provided in Table 1 . The average age of the students was 23.3 years. Of the 14 students, 2 were female and 12 were male. Eight of the students were from public universities and six students were from private universities. In addition to leading university entrepreneurship clubs and activities, eight of the students were running a real small entrepreneurial venture with the help and support of the university entrepreneurship club.
Data collection and data analysis
Face-to-face and semi-structured interviews were selected as the most appropriate method for gaining deep insights on entrepreneurial leadership competencies of university students (Jones, 2002) . According to Fernald et al. (2005) existence of entrepreneurial leadership competencies and the degree to which the characteristics exist in any individual can be most reliably determined by in-depth, structured interviews. Moreover, semistructured interviews have been applied by Kempster and Cope (2010) and Swiercz and Lydon (2002) to study entrepreneurial leadership.
All of the interviews were conducted by the first author at the participants' universities and focused on personal leadership competencies of the student entrepreneurial leaders. A list of questions on personal competencies of leaders on entrepreneurial contexts was developed based on the literature review (see Appendix 1). This list was submitted to an "expert panel" consisting of three local university entrepreneurship and qualitative research lecturers to ensure the content validity of the questions. The interviews lasted between 50 and 110 minutes and were recorded on a digital audio recorder. The interviews were transcribed verbatim within 48 hours of the actual interviews.
Building upon the processes proposed by Grbich (2007) , data analysis was performed through two main procedures. First phase was preliminary data analysis or during data collection analysis. This phase was carried out after each interview was conducted. Preliminary data analysis was conducted through reading over and over the transcribed interview and was aimed at investigating the emerging issues, potential themes, gaps in the data, and future research directions. This ongoing analysis assisted the researchers in enhancing the quality of the data and revising the questions for better identifying the leadership competencies of student entrepreneurial leaders (Denzin, 1994) . Second phase was thematic analysis or post data collection analysis. This phase reflects the process of reducing data to manageable and meaningful groups, categories, and themes based on research questions. This phase of data analysis was carried out once all of the interviews had been conducted.
Thematic data analysis was conducted through reading all the interview transcripts and underlining the parts where the students described their leadership competencies. Then, the researchers read the underlined parts of the interviews to identify the emerging issues and themes. Using constant comparative method (Merriam, 1998) , the researchers analysed the responses to the same questions and looked for similarities and differences in competencies of the students in leading university entrepreneurship clubs and activities.
The trustworthiness of the findings of this study was ensured through employing several techniques. First, the researchers provided detailed transcriptions and field notes and checked the findings against biasness by presenting the codes, themes, and findings to some of the lecturers involved in entrepreneurship researches (Bogden & Biklen, 2003) . Moreover, the researchers selected successful student entrepreneurial leaders through the university entrepreneurship programme coordinators and their friends to avoid selection of those students who just had the positions but were not fully involved in leading the entrepreneurship projects and activities. Furthermore, the data collection methods were triangulated by member checking with participants where the transcribed interviews were sent to the participants for content validity confirmation, and peer reviewing where the findings were presented to a group of entrepreneurship researchers in order to avoid biasness (Creswell, 2007) . The results of the data analysis and the emerging themes are detailed in the following sections and are discussed in the conclusion.
Findings
The main purpose of this study was to explore personal competencies of student entrepreneurial leaders. Examination of the data revealed different dimensions of two previously identified competencies of entrepreneurial leaders for the students including proactiveness and innovativeness. Furthermore, love of challenges and versatility also emerged as competencies of the student entrepreneurial leaders (Table 2) .
Proactiveness
A dominant theme emerging from the data was that all of the student entrepreneurial leaders were proactive in terms of: (a) having the desire to create a future for themselves by leading a new venture; (b) envisioning a successful future for themselves as an entrepreneurial leader; and (c) taking the initiative and being active in creating their future as an entrepreneurial leader. The following sections discuss different dimensions of proactiveness for the student entrepreneurial leaders.
Desire to create a future for oneself and become the leader of a new venture The students all expressed their desire to be directly involved in shaping their own future by becoming leaders of entrepreneurial ventures. To them, entrepreneurship was about taking charge of their future rather than being dictated by it and that meant leading one's own entrepreneurial venture. Eza asserted that "You have to be prepared for your life ahead later," and stated bluntly, "I want to be an entrepreneur." Firdaus expressed the more specific goal of being a CEO of his own company in the food industry. Another student, Ariz, highlighted his ambition to become a big entrepreneurial leader as follows:
My background was not very good before, I was more of a gangster and all that. So I want to change that. I want to be a big [man] In addition, a majority of the students learned about entrepreneurial leadership competencies through involvement in university entrepreneurship clubs and activities as a key starting point for leading their future businesses. For example, Fareez explained: Having a vision of leading one's own business enhanced the students' ability to recognize gaps in their entrepreneurial leadership knowledge and competencies. Akhyar who has an ambition to establish a group of IT consultant companies, perceives himself as capable of achieving the vision: " . . . one of my dreams is to have a company, a big company with a good market share . . . I think [there are] many skills that I need to learn."
Clive's vision to lead his own venture drove him to recognize a business opportunity in the food industry which was not in line with his educational background in computer science:
For sure I like to be an entrepreneur . . . there is a very huge market for fish and another thing is [that] people are beginning to realize that fish is [a] very healthy diet for them. Then, the idea is you feed the fish and sell them . . . that's the basic idea to do my business.
Taking the initiative to create a future as an entrepreneurial leader Taking action to build their future as leaders of their own businesses is another important aspect of the students' proactiveness. All of the students emphasized that to become a successful entrepreneurial leader they needed to take action and do as much as they could to build a future for themselves. For example, Eza who wants to launch a wedding management company, stressed the importance of taking the initiative by stating, "If you want to learn [how to] manage a business, but you always sleep at home, it is not gonna work." Similarly, Saif, who intends to open an art studio asserted:
If you are an entrepreneur, you must improve yourself time by time. You cannot stay quiet. Because the world is going to keep going and if you sit down, the world will ignore you. You have to catch up with the world and do something.
The majority of students highlighted their engagement in leading university entrepreneurship programmes as an indicator of taking the initiative. Specifically, Akhyar emphasized that voluntarily leading the entrepreneurship club shows that he is interested in entrepreneurship and is serious in wanting to develop his capabilities to lead his entrepreneurial venture. He said:
Managing DPSU [university entrepreneurship club] is like managing a charity community because we actually do it first and most important[ly] free. When you do something free of charge then, it means something. There must be something that capture[s] your interest. Why you want to do it for free? OK, because I want to learn, I want to learn how the field of management works . . . [and] how I can lead my own people and in future I use them.
Akhyar's commitment to building his future was demonstrated by his accepting to lead the club without any monetary reward. For Saif, the reward from taking the initiative is in learning that comes from the experiences that helped him develop as an entrepreneurial leader. Further into the interview, he discussed how the activities he was doing in leading university entrepreneurship projects helped make him capable of leading his own company in the future: Importantly, it is envisioning themselves as entrepreneurial leaders that motivated the students to take the initiative and do whatever is necessary to gain the entrepreneurial leadership skills required to fulfil their personal entrepreneurial vision. Ariz's vision to become an entrepreneurial leader enables him to put efforts "from every morning till night" and enhances his persistence "to face the challenge[s] and solve problems" regardless of "how big the challenges [are]". Similarly, having the ambition to start a new company in the food industry drives Firdaus to proactively take up challenges in the form of acquiring the requisite knowledge and competencies of entrepreneurial leadership and "gain knowledge in different ways". Therefore, for the students proactiveness is not limited to plan for the future, but it is to be involved in actions that result in shaping their future and realizing their business ideas.
Innovativeness
Examination of the data revealed that the students were aware of the importance and necessity of innovativeness and creativity in entrepreneurial leadership; they perceived themselves as capable of developing business ideas, and turning those ideas into actual business ventures. Although their business ideas may not be creative in the sense of novelty, they are innovative in the sense of employing a new approach to do business and solve problems. Thus, they applied innovativeness in leading existing businesses more effectively and solving problems in new ways. By starting with awareness of the importance of innovativeness, actually developing new ideas, and finally taking the initiative to enact those ideas, the following sections highlight different aspects of the students' entrepreneurial innovativeness.
Awareness of the importance of innovativeness for an entrepreneurial leader
The first aspect of entrepreneurial innovativeness emerging from the data was the students' awareness of the importance of innovativeness in successfully leading new ventures. For example, Eza stated, "Being an entrepreneur you have to be creative and innovative; it actually helps you use your brain. So you can be a more creative and innovative person. It is like exploring the world." Similarly, Ariif understood how important it is for an entrepreneurial leader to develop new business ideas if she or he wanted to be successful in current competitive business world, "In entrepreneurship you have to expand how you are think [ing] and [you should] not focus on one particular thing. You have to have a lot of ideas, [and] know how to expand them." From Fareez's point of view regardless of where one works, one needs to be innovative to be able to effectively perform their tasks and roles: "You can be an entrepreneur and run your own business and also be an entrepreneur in a working organization. You have to think more creative[ly] and more innovative[ly] to do your tasks, [it] doesn't matter where you are."
Having new business ideas Eight of the students participating in the study had more than two new business ideas. Although these ideas may not have been creative in terms of novelty, they were innovative in terms of employing a new approach to do business and solve problems. For example, Ariz developed several ideas including a new software program on e-learning.
Akhyar's new business ideas were related more to his field of study, computer science. Reading an article about environment pollution, he developed an idea for establishing a company that produces pollution control systems for industries. He described the idea as follows:
OK, they talk about launching a law saying that manufacturers who pollute air or water . . . have to do a report that can be sent to the ministry. So, from my perspective, it is not effective for a manufacturer to create a division just to monitor and send reports to the ministry. So, what I want to do is to make . . . . a device that can be put [in] their administration centre and then the device will send the data to a server. Later on if the Ministry of Environment wants the data they can just retrieve the data from our server and we will charge the manufacturer for using this service. That is one of my projects, you know, innovations.
Nadiah also highlighted her ability to develop new business ideas and solve her group members' problems:
I have a lot of new ideas . . . I don't have a problem with coming up with something new or something very new and creative. When you encounter different kinds of clients, when you encounter different kinds of problems, you should be creative enough. We have to come up with very creative ideas to help our group. I used to [do] that also.
Although most of the students we interviewed had new business ideas, a small number expressed that they were not creative in developing such ideas. However, they were aware of the importance of creativity and innovativeness for entrepreneurial leaders and they attempted to develop their entrepreneurial creativity through their involvement in leading entrepreneurship clubs and activities. For instance, Hakim considered himself as lacking the creativity needed to become an entrepreneurial leader:
Entrepreneurship fellows are those who are very creative. They have [business] ideas and they can sell the ideas. This is how I see it. I am not someone who is very creative but I need to have the creativity. That's why I am here.
Therefore, students may be aware that to successfully lead entrepreneurial activities they need to be innovative and creative but they may not be capable in creating new business ideas.
Take the initiative to realize the new business idea In addition to having an awareness of the importance of innovativeness and the ability to think creatively and develop new business ideas, some of the students took the next step of turning their ideas into real businesses with the help and support of the entrepreneurship clubs. Akhyar established two companies based on his new ideas, one in multimedia and the other in producing a system for monitoring industries' air and water pollution. Muaz developed a company selling office stationery to universities and Ariz and Hisyam both became leaders of their own computer businesses. When asked whether he had put his business ideas into practice, Fareez described how he established his company:
Actually I have a small venture. There are five partners, five of us. We do product placement, that would be advertising and marketing and creative content, anything creative . . . and also we do event management, project management and personal development trainings. So it is one company that has four departments, and I am the leader of this company.
As observed from the results, proactiveness and innovativeness emerged as multidimensional constructs. Proactiveness encompassed the students' desire to lead a business, envisioning themselves to be entrepreneurial leaders, and taking the initiative to lead their own ventures. Innovativeness included awareness of the importance and necessity of being innovative and creative, having the ability to develop different business ideas, and taking the initiative to realize the ideas.
Love of challenges
Another major theme related to personal competencies of student entrepreneurial leaders was the strong desire and propensity to take on challenges in order to develop entrepreneurial capabilities. Ariz described himself as someone who "loves challenges" and "enjoys going to a problem, solving the problem, learning about it and doing something that other people don't want to do". Eza elaborated on her desire to take on challenges in order to develop her entrepreneurial abilities:
I don't believe in playing safe, like we just sit there and do nothing because I am safe here. Rather than drawing lines, I want to cross the lines that I draw. If you just keep drawing lines, you won't go anywhere. But I like to move forward and cross the lines. Because I like challenges to develop. This strong desire is not limited to positive feelings toward challenges, but it drives the students to seek challenges associated with entrepreneurial practices and developing through them because "You won't learn from something which is easy. You have to put yourself in a challenging situation and then you will learn" (Firdaus). Emphasizing his strong love of challenges, Fareez explained how he sought different tasks to develop his leadership, "I tried to start something on my own and then I tried to move on to a bigger project and slowly asking for a bigger project to put myself to a more challenging area where I challenge myself to develop." Saif, Nadiah, and Clive differentiated between themselves and other students in terms of their strong propensity to take on challenges. Saif hinted that his propensity to take on challenges was stronger than most other students. He said:
Students, in my opinion, they just think that when they finish their study, they want to work . . . and that's all. They don't want to challenge themselves, they don't want to [become] involved in more problems. But for me I want to join these activities . . . I need to work hard, I need to think a lot. So, it makes me . . . learn from it.
Versatility
One of the emergent themes relating to personal competencies was their ability to perform different tasks simultaneously. In other words, the students felt that they had the skills and abilities to fill different roles and complete multiple tasks in their clubs and activities at the same time. This versatility helped the students develop their leadership competencies through learning a variety of knowledge and skills. Out of the 14 students that participated in the research, eight were highly active in different entrepreneurial activities. For example, Akhyar was actively leading three different university entrepreneurial projects in IT and Multimedia at the time of the study.
Saif, who led two university entrepreneurship projects as well as a small business in creative multimedia, highlighted versatility as one of the critical competencies that enables entrepreneurial leaders to cope with the complexities and challenges of task performance "One of the leadership skills in entrepreneurship is [that] you must be a multi-tasker, because there are a lot of things coming to you. So you must know [how] to handle these things at the same time." He stressed that the complexities and challenges associated with entrepreneurial leadership demands that students "learn many skills and perform different roles" simultaneously. Saif referred to a particular instance when he was required to perform an entrepreneurial project, "Last time in an event in financial seminar I was the leader and the secretary but at the same time I was doing design. So you need to learn many skills to be [a] multi-tasker for entrepreneurship." Zahid mentioned the different activities he was involved in and the impact of performing the tasks in developing his various skills:
I am the accountant of the group and also the leader. I am also the leader of another club at the faculty. Sometimes I also help in designing the banners for the seminars. Doing all these helped me learn different skills more.
Similarly, Fareez perceived himself as capable of doing different tasks in different positions:
I believe that I am a person who can do many things. You can put me at the lowest level of management to work, and also to the strategic management position where I could think of creative and innovative projects or business plans or business ventures.
Furthermore, he noted the critical role that versatility played in developing his creativity and problem solving skills:
It actually put a lot of ideas in me by doing a lot of different things at the same time. Somehow after a while I can connect all the dots, and next time when there is another problem or there is another business venture . . . I can make it more creative and more innovative.
In conclusion, four main themes emerged as personal entrepreneurial leadership competencies of the students under investigation: proactiveness, innovativeness, love of challenges and versatility. These competencies act as the mechanism that enables the students to lead university entrepreneurship clubs, thereby developing their abilities to also successfully lead entrepreneurial endeavours. These competencies represent an important standard that separates the students under study -the student entrepreneurial leaders -from the average entrepreneurship students.
Discussion
This study was designed to explore personal competencies of successful student entrepreneurial leaders in the context of Malaysian universities. The findings revealed three dimensions of students proactiveness and innovativeness, the two previously defined competencies of entrepreneurial leaders (Chen, 2007; Fuller & Marler, 2009; Gupta et al., 2004; Okudan & Rzasa, 2006; Zampetakis, 2008) . These competencies emerged as dynamic for the students in our study as they contained different dimensions which some students may have and some may not. Proactiveness includes the desire to become an entrepreneurial leader, having the ability to envision a successful future as an entrepreneur, and taking initiative to develop the competencies required to lead an entrepreneurial venture. While proactiveness for entrepreneurial leaders implies their ability to successfully lead the future of their entrepreneurial ventures (Chen, 2007; Fuller & Marler, 2009; Gupta et al., 2004) , proactiveness for the students indicates their personal competence to build their future that directs their behaviours.
Innovativeness also encompassed three main elements including: awareness of the importance and necessity of innovativeness for an entrepreneurial leader, having new business ideas, and taking initiative to realize those business ideas. Exploring different dimensions of proactiveness and innovativeness that has been previously identified as competencies of entrepreneurial leaders (Gupta et al., 2004; Swiercz & Lydon, 2002) provides deeper insights into leadership competencies required in entrepreneurial contexts. Based on the findings, entrepreneurship educators and researchers may need to consider all of the aspects of entrepreneurial leadership proactiveness and innovativeness emerging from this study to measure and improve these competencies in university students. Specifically, entrepreneurship educators may need to provide various learning opportunities for students which target each and every aspect of entrepreneurial leadership proactiveness and innovativeness. Anderson and Jack (2008) suggested that to develop students' entrepreneurial creativity and innovativeness, educators should empower their imaginations and enable them to turn business ideas into business opportunities through engaging them in experiential learning opportunities. This issue is more crucial for entrepreneurship education in Malaysia where more attention has been given to engaging students in theoretical aspects of entrepreneurship and students have least opportunities to practise leadership in entrepreneurial projects (Cheng et al., 2009) .
Moreover, love of challenges emerged as one of the personal qualities of student entrepreneurial leaders in our study. The students had a strong desire to accept and seek for challenges and frequently engaged in challenging tasks. This is an emergent competency that has not yet been formally identified among entrepreneurial leaders, although other studies have identified "love challenges" as one of the personal characteristics of entrepreneurs (Dvir et al., 2010) . This highlights "love of challenges" as a key personal competency in entrepreneurial contexts and contributes a critical capability required for successfully leading entrepreneurial endeavours. Love of challenges gives students the courage and ability to face the often daunting tests associated with leading entrepreneurial endeavours. It may be a starting point for student entrepreneurial leaders' propensity for risk-taking in educational settings. Students' love of challenges can be developed into calculated and prudent risk-taking, which is one of the crucial competencies of entrepreneurial leaders by engaging them in challenging leadership learning opportunities (Pittaway & Cope, 2007) .
The student entrepreneurial leaders in our study were versatile. Versatility is student entrepreneurial leaders' competency that allows them to perform various tasks and fulfil multiple roles simultaneously. For entrepreneurs, the ability to play different roles and carry out many tasks at the same time is vital; specifically at the early stages of new venture creation where the task demands are very high (Kempster & Cope, 2010; Mattare, 2008) . Importantly, versatility enabled our student entrepreneurial leaders to cope with the complexities and challenges of task performances through learning different forms of knowledge and skills that came about from their playing various roles. Versatility as the emergent competency of entrepreneurial leaders in educational settings adds a capability required for leading entrepreneurial activities successfully and enhances our knowledge on entrepreneurial leadership competencies (Swiercz & Lydon, 2002) . In order to develop versatility in entrepreneurship students and thereby improving their entrepreneurial leadership competencies, educators should engage them in different entrepreneurship projects where they can learn various leadership knowledge and skills in different contexts.
Conclusion
From the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the student entrepreneurial leaders had distinct competencies that were developed through their experiences leading university entrepreneurship clubs and projects. The findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge on entrepreneurial leadership competencies (Gupta et al., 2004; Swiercz & Lydon, 2002) through identifying competencies that enable student entrepreneurial leaders to successfully lead university entrepreneurship clubs and projects. It also provides a deeper understanding of entrepreneurial leadership competencies that have been identified in previous studies, that is, proactiveness and innovativeness. In particular, it advances our knowledge about the entrepreneurial leadership competencies of a particular group of Malaysian university students who are in the process of learning and developing their entrepreneurial qualities in order to lead their own businesses in future. The findings may assist policy makers and entrepreneurship educators in enhancing the effectiveness of university entrepreneurship education programmes by embedding specific entrepreneurial leadership courses and activities in the programmes in order to develop the particular leadership competencies required for students to take on successful new ventures. To the authors' knowledge, this is one of the first studies that confirm several findings previously obtained in relation to the competencies of entrepreneurial leaders (proactiveness and innovativeness) in organizational settings. It, therefore, suggests at least the possibility of some level of universality in terms of entrepreneurial leadership competencies among young entrepreneurs.
The methodology employed in this study has its own limitations that should be noted. Although it provides a deeper understanding of entrepreneurial leadership competencies, the qualitative approach employed is limited in terms of generalizability to other contexts. The data, therefore, is highly contextual and findings should be limited to students who are involved in leading university entrepreneurship clubs and projects in the settings covered by the purposive sampling. However, efforts were undertaken in choosing the participants to minimize this limitation including selecting students from both public and private universities.
The findings provide important directions for future research. For example, larger scale quantitative studies should be conducted to determine if the entrepreneurial leadership competencies identified in this study remain valid for larger and more diverse populations of entrepreneurs as well as entrepreneurial leaders in established organizations. The interconnection between the various entrepreneurial leadership competencies can be subjected to further examination and hypothesis testing. Evaluating effectiveness of current entrepreneurship education programmes and training in developing various aspects of students' entrepreneurial leadership competencies can also provide valuable information on how to improve the programmes to develop specific competencies of entrepre neurial leaders among students. Finally, future researchers can focus on developing a scale for measuring entrepreneurial leadership competencies emerging from this study among entrepreneurs, entrepreneurial leaders in established organizations, and university students.
